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In addition to being a text, Dr. Burnet's latest book is a joy to read. Not many scientific writers have the ability to say simply and directly what they mean to say. Dr. Burnet does. Not many scientists have the courage to say what they think without the crutches of their own or others' experimental results. Dr. Burnet does. And in so doing, he dreams up new and exciting studies for himself and others to do. Succinctly put, this is a stimulating account-good to the last page.
The organization of the material is, for the most part, excellent. Perhaps it is premature, however, for viral hemagglutination to be included in a chapter on initiation of cellular infection by viruses; but this might be justified on the grounds that so very little is known about the process(es) of cellular infection by animal viruses, and thus it is possible that hemagglutination phenomena will lend insight into the manner in which viruses enter cells. Dr. Burnet makes a good case for the influenza viruses in this regard, but he admits that it is difficult to see at present how the two are related in the encephalitis group of viruses, for instance.
There is a very fine chapter on the multiplication of viruses in, and their liberation from, cells; here protein and nucleic acid syntheses are beautifully discussed. More than one statement is provocative of thought, but the following seems especially so: ". . . that living matter has the capacity to produce protein and nucleic acid molecules of such configurations that the only way in which they can aggregate is to produce biologically meaningful structures."
Perhaps the best discussion in the book deals with pathogenesis of virus diseases, and within this rubric Dr. Burnet's treatment of neurotropism is especially good. All the pros and cons with regard to neuronal as opposed to hematogenous spread of virus to the central nervous system in natural infections are laid bare and carefully considered. It is here that the author manifests humility .Thus, concerning the pathogenesis of poliomyelitis, he says: "The idea that the apparent spread is due merely to localization of blood-borne virus at a stimulated locus in the central nervous system was not very clearly envisaged by Burnet. . . . in discussing McClosky's ... findings with poliomyelitis after injection of pertussis vaccine, but has been much more clearly stated by Field...
In addition to the subjects already mentioned, the work covers the history of animal virology, changes experienced by infected cells, interference, immunology, latent infections, viral neoplasia, ecology of viruses, variation and genetics, virulence, evolution, and finally, classification and nomenclature, the last being a gratifyingly short treatment.
One of the reasons the book is pleasant to read is that the format is easy to look at; the proofreading is occasionally easy-going-"anthropod" instead of "arthropod," "ages" instead of "agents."
At this point it might be well to mention an amusing academic argument that this reviewer has been bold enough to undertake with Dr. Burnet. On page 55 Dr. Burnet says: "The word 'virus' comes from the Latin where it is a noun meaning approximately venom or similar poisonous fluid and being incapable of forming a plural." Cursory examination of the classical material at hand has revealed that, in addition, "virus" was used literally for such vile substances and stenches that quite possibly Latin authors were loathe to employ it except perhaps in a figurative sense. "Venenum" seems to have been a more polite, more poetic, although weaker word used to convey the meaning of poison. It is conceivable that the complete declension of "virus" (viri, virorum, etc.) did indeed exist, but that these were more frequently spoken than written forms, and thus records may show the word to be a defective one, whereas it might be the records that are defective.
This argument is perhaps being carried on for the sole purpose of entertaining the debaters, but that it is being carried on at all attests to the stimulating nature of Dr. Burnet's book.
